The physiology of forced expiration.
Insight into the physiology of a forced expiration is the most important prerequisite for understanding and correctly interpreting the most common pulmonary function tests like spirometry and recording of a maximum expiratory flow-volume curve. Along the airway, intraluminal pressure falls progressively from alveolar pressure in the periphery to atmospheric pressure at the airway opening. Downstream of the equal pressure point, where intraluminal equals transthoracic pressure, the airway is dynamically compressed. Once the forced expiration is flow limited, more transthoracic pressure will rather effect more compression than a further increase in flow. It follows that the achieved maximum expiratory flow rates are then exclusively defined by the resistance of the intrathoracic airways and no longer by muscular effort. The end of a forced expiration is determined by the elastic resistance of the thoracic cage and by airway closure.